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Teachers and academics researching together: Children’s views on play  
Maryanne Theobald and Susan Danby (School of Early Childhood, QUT) 
 
An international early years project led by QUT and University of Iceland researchers 
has investigated children’s accounts of play and the teacher’s role in play in 
kindergarten settings. While most commonly associated with young children’s 
activities and the work of childhood, play is recognised also as an activity that extends 
over the life span, from early childhood to adulthood, and across cultures, worldwide. 
Play, often described as an essential part of childhood, is viewed as a time for 
independent and shared exploration, problem solving and creativity.  
 
As shown in national and state policy and curriculum documents, play is being 
subjected increasingly to specific guidelines that address the physical environment 
and educator involvement in early years settings. Parents and educators have strong 
opinions regarding the value and place of play. Children also have strong views about 
play, although little is known about their views and what they think play 
encompasses, and the value of play in their everyday lives.  
 
The study 
 
This study collaborated with experienced senior teacher-researchers in the Gowrie 
centres and in Iceland, to provide comparative understandings of young children’s 
views on play across the two countries. The Australian project was a joint initiative 
with teachers from The Gowrie Centres, and initially designed in collaboration with 
Jane Bourne, CEO of The Gowrie. The research team were Jane Bourne, Claire 
Carter-Jones, Desley Jones,  Helen Knaggs, and Sharon Ross (The Gowrie QLD); 
Maryanne Theobald and Susan Danby (QUT); and Johanna Einarsdottir (University 
of Iceland). One aspect of involvement was the opportunity for shared professional 
interactions that promoted professional renewal through reflection and research.   
 
The research questions of the project were:  
 How do children account for their activities in kindergarten 
 What counts as everyday play practices for children?  
 What do children like or dislike about play?  
 What is the teacher’s role in play activities? 
 
In 2013, the teacher-researchers video-recorded segments of children’s play in their 
classrooms. They then selected video extracts to play back to the children involved to 
explore their views on what was happening. These interviews with the children were 
video recorded. Collaborative workshop sessions were held where teacher- and 
academic- researchers came together to plan, share and discuss their experiences and 
to collaboratively analyse the video-recordings of children’s play and also the 
children’s views. These discussions provided multiple perspectives and insights into 
what counts as play, working to reframe, rethink and redefine the role of play and also 
educators’ roles in educating young children.  
 
Children’s views of play 
 
The children’s views of play discussed below were taken from an interview with a 
group of children at one centre. The teachers, on initially viewing the video-
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recordings, commented on how surprised they were that the children did not use the 
term ‘play’ to describe their activities in the classroom and playground. This 
observation led to quite a lot of discussion and reflection.  
 
Extracts 1 and 2, below, show the children’s responses after they viewed a video 
recording of themselves involved in making a pretend party that day. We introduce 
these two extracts as a way of thinking about how children might view play and how 
teachers might view play with a view to realizing that there may actually be different 
understandings being generated. Pseudonyms replaced the names of the participants 
in the extracts below. 
 
Extract 1  
T-Researcher: All of those things you were doing for the party, what would you call 
that?  
Henry: Build... 
T-Researcher: Have you got a word that you'd call it? Building? 
Henry: Yep. We builded the thing up so the wood couldn't break. 
T-Researcher: Yes, I saw that big building part you'd done with lots of repairs. 
T-Researcher: Is there anything else that you do at kindy that you call playing? What 
else would you do at kindy that would be playing? 
Henry: Playing in a mud patch. 
T-Researcher: That's playing, isn't it? 
Henry: Yeah. 
 
In Extract 1, the teacher-researcher opened the discussion with a question that 
encouraged the children to name the activity they had been doing. Henry initially 
responded by describing his actions of building.  At this point, he did not describe the 
activity as play. When the teacher-researcher introduced the term ‘play’, Henry took 
up this term in his response, “playing in a mud patch”.  Play, after the teacher used 
this concept, now became part of Henry’s description of the activity. Before that, he 
had described a much more specific and work-oriented activity, that of building. In 
the next extract, Extract 2, the teacher-researcher continued probing what was meant 
by play. 
 
Extract 2  
T-Researcher:  Anything else that can be - when you're painting, Katie, because I 
know you like painting, do you call that playing or not? 
Katie: No. 
T-Researcher: No? Would you - what would you call it? 
Katie I'd call it painting. 
T-Researcher: You would call it painting, okay. What about when we're on the carpet 
and we're doing music together or we're sharing a story together? Do 
you call that playing? 
Katie: No. 
T-Researcher: What about you, Nina? Would you call it playing? 
Nina: I would call it listening. 
T-Researcher: You'd call it listening. That's probably a good word for it. We say we 
have to listen on the carpet, don't we? Okay, thank you for that. 
 
After the teacher continued to ask the children about what activities constituted play, 
similar to Extract 1, Nina and Katie distinguished between ‘play’ and ‘not play.’ Nina 
resisted naming the teacher’s suggestion that the activities were play. Nina rejected 
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the teacher’s suggestion that play included activities such as reading stories and 
listening to music; rather she named these activities as ‘listening’. Similarly, Katie 
provided a more specific description, naming the activity as ‘painting’ rather than as 
‘play’.  
 
In showing these two extracts, we see that the children and teacher describe play from 
different standpoints, highlighting how children’s own perspectives can disrupt 
everyday concepts such as play used in early childhood education. The children only 
used the term ‘play’ after it was introduced by the teacher.  
 
Reflections  
 
Investigating children’s views builds evidence to support practice and enhance 
professional understandings. Evidence–based practice involves “engagement with 
emerging evidence for understanding issues relevant to our work as educators” 
(Busch & Theobald, 2013, p. 318). As found in this study, such an evidence base 
provides a foundation for professional renewal. As the teacher-researcher from 
Extracts 1 and 2 commented in her reflections:   
 
I still feel that perhaps their play is so much a part of them, at this age – an extension of 
what they are thinking and feeling, that they do not name it as you might a separate 
thing that you do. Play is part of who they are. I felt, in all the interviews, that their 
naming of what they were doing as “playing” or their identification of what was “play” 
came from my input rather than their understanding. 
 
 
These discussions by the children, and the teachers’ responses during the workshop, 
open up possibilities for considering the role of play in early childhood classrooms. 
Why did the children not describe their activities as play? Was it because they were 
more focused on the specifics of the activity and were orienting to that? Both extracts 
suggest that play is a category established by the teacher, and used only by the 
children when introduced by the teacher, as shown in extract 1. In this, we are 
reminded of Denzin’s (1982) view that play is the work of children; but is this an 
adult construction? What would the children make of that?  
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